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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to present an evaluation design for the development of a 
Child Evaluation Framework. If implemented, this Framework would give four to six 
year old children, attending Early Childhood Services in an Australian context the 
capacity to impact upon the design and delivery of their early childhood service. As 
highlighted, the current lack of ability for children to have a voice and participate in the 
evaluation of their early childhood service infringes upon their rights under Article 12 
of the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child which calls for the 
child’s right to freedom of expression and information, and for participation. It is hoped 
that the successful development and implementation of this design would advance child 
participation rights and child empowerment. The design utilises the principles of 
Deliberative Democratic Evaluation, and methodologies advocated within the Mosaic 
Approach to researching with young children.  
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Evaluation Design 
In 2009, the Australian Government established a National Quality Framework 
(hereafter the NQF) for Early Childhood Education and Care (ACECQA 2011a, 3). The 
NQF includes quality standards, and a quality rating and assessment process (ACECQA 
2011a, 4). Early childhood (hereafter EC) policy development by the Australian 
Government has received much critique in academic research (see Fenech, Giugni and 
Brown 2012; Fleet and Farrell 2014; Logan, Sumsion and Press 2015; Loo and 
Agbenyega, 2015), as has child participation in these policy decisions (see Berthelsen 
and Brownlee, 2005). Theobald, Ailwood and Danby (2011, 19) state that although it is 
now an accepted position that children should have a say and participate in the decision 
making of matters that affect them, children’s participation rights in Australia have not 
been key agenda items for EC education.  
Article 12 of the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
calls for the child’s right to freedom of expression and information, and for participation 
(Berthelsen and Brownlee, 2005, 51; Dahlberg and Moss, 2005:159; Harris and 
Manatakis, 2013, 68; Shier, 2001, 107; Woodhead, 2005, 80). Smith (2002, 74) 
summarises Article 12 as the child’s right to “express a view and have it heard”. And 
yet, Article 12 is “one of the provisions most widely violated and disregarded in every 
sphere of children’s lives” (Shier, 2001, 108).  
The NQF states that ‘best interests of the child’ is one of the guiding principles of the 
UNCRC, concluding, “when adults make decisions, they should consider how these 
decisions will affect children” (ACECQA, 2011b, 10). This appears to be a naïve 
assimilation of Article 12 of the UNCRC. There is no implication of any real “listening” 
between adult and child (as highly interactive or intersubjective (Dahlberg and Moss, 
2005, 101; Palaiologou, 2014, 696)), any awareness of power asymmetry between adult 
and child (Harris and Manatakis, 2013, 71; Hreinsdottir and Davidsdottir, 2012, 520; 
Palaiologou, 2014, 692), nor any movement away from a “for children” rather than a 
“with children” discourse (Harris and Manatakis, 2013, 68).  
The NQF importantly declares that “the rights and best interests of the child are 
paramount” (ACECQA, 2011b, 10), however at present there is no requirement from 
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within the NQF system for children to evaluate if a service is achieving this from their 
unique perspective. Yet, the NQF, Quality Area 1.1.5 sets a benchmark that “every 
child is supported to participate in the program” and Quality Area 1.1.6 states, “each 
child’s agency is promoted” (ACECQA 2011c). Whilst evidence of services meeting 
these standards is a requirement during the Assessment and Rating (hereafter A&R) 
process, there is no such ability granted to children under the NQF to exercise their right 
to participate, nor to exhibit their agency through their evaluation of their own EC 
service. Hreinsdottir and Davidsdottir (2012, 521) declare that “it is important to seek 
actively the view of those with the least power and the greatest stake in preschool work, 
the children themselves”. It seems that the NQF has what Palaiologou (2014, 690, 695) 
describes as the “illusion of participation”. 
Whilst the NQF does consider the main stakeholders of the service (that is, staff, parents 
and children), the assessment process itself does not. The voices of the children are 
notably absent. This lack of voice further disempowers what Berman (2013, 103) 
describes as an already “most disempowered group”. Greene (1997, 29) describes 
evaluation “as a force for democratizing public conversations”. Mertens and Wilson 
(2012, 177) summarise this to mean, “that all persons who have a legitimate stake in the 
evaluation should have their voices heard”. Many studies emphasise the importance of 
stakeholder engagement in the evaluation process (see Cummings, Stephenson and 
Hale, 2001; Hodgson, Papatheodorou and James, 2014; House, 2006; Hreinsdottir and 
Davidsdottir, 2012; Ryan and DeStefano, 2001; Taut, 2008; Tolley and Flecknoe, 
2003). Rog (2012, 32) highlights that the involvement of stakeholders also builds 
responsiveness to social justice issues.  
Purpose 
From a social justice perspective of giving a voice to low-power stakeholders (Taut 
2008, 225), the purpose of this evaluation is to break through the “illusion of 
participation” (Palaiologou, 2014, 690, 695) that the NQF offers children in the 
evaluation space. Where children can move beyond mere participation, to a place where 
ethical praxis can unfold (Palaiologou, 2014, 702). The process will attempt to construct 
a framework to be used with and by children, to evaluate their EC service. The outcome 
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of which is for children’s evaluations to impact upon the design and delivery of their EC 
service. 
This formative evaluation (DPM&C, 2016) will be a pilot study to develop, test and 
refine the instruments and processes of evaluation, which will then be used to form the 
evaluation framework. To assist in all stages of the pilot study, an evaluation committee 
will be formed with representatives from each stakeholder group, that is the children, 
parents and staff. The pilot study will be conducted with the assistance of six 
community managed, not-for-profit preschools located within northern New South 
Wales, Australia. 
Stakeholder’s Ethical Considerations 
As Palaiologou (2014, 692) states, “…ethics should be a fundamental key notion of 
research with young children”. This is relevant in light of the power imbalance 
(Palaiologou 2014, 692; Tolley and Flecknoe, 2003, 10) that exists between child and 
adult. This power imbalance impacts upon the influence of each of these stakeholders.  
All stakeholders, but children especially, need to clearly understand the objectives, 
processes and reasons for the evaluation, how the data will be used, the findings and 
receive feedback (Harris and Manatakis, 2013, 70). This will assist in ensuring the 
children are fully informed about the evaluation project. Harcourt and Hagglund (2013, 
291) highlight this as a key process when engaging children in a research project; 
“ensuring consent to participation as willing and empowered coresearchers”. The aim is 
to create an evaluation space of transparency and trust (Taut, 2008, 230) through 
inclusion, deliberation and dialogue (House, 2006, 122-124) amongst all key 
stakeholders. To assist this, the children will be involved in the design and preparation 
of the evaluation.  
The evaluator will need to be sensitive to the potential ethical conflicts for the child, 
with the preschool staff/director. Similarly such conflicts may occur between child and 
parent, and parent and staff member, as each brings their own values, biases, knowledge 
and status to the evaluation space.  
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Method 
According to Mertens and Wilson (2012, 50) evaluators share a common goal of social 
improvement resulting from effective evaluation programs. Despite this commonality, 
there are many different theoretical understandings, assumptions and resulting methods 
and methodologies within evaluation literature. Mertens and Wilson (2012, 35) 
categorise these approaches into four broad paradigms of post-positivist, pragmatist, 
constructivist and transformative.  
From the theory-based (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 75) or Program Theory (Funnell & 
Rogers, 2011, xix) perspective of the post-positivist paradigm (Mertens & Wilson, 
2012, 75), the underlying hypothesis of this evaluation design is that through evaluating 
their preschool services, young children will have an impact upon the service delivery; 
and in doing so, will be given the opportunity to participate in decision making, have 
greater social justice, and their rights, as defined in the UNCRC, actualised. 
This hypothesis is the ‘program theory’ for this evaluation. A program theory is defined 
as an explicit theory of how a program “contributes to a chain of intermediate results 
and finally to the intended or observed outcomes” (Funnell & Rogers, 2011, xix). The 
‘program’ in this evaluation refers to the development of the framework for children to 
use to evaluate their preschool services. 
The Stages of this evaluation design are three-fold: 
Stage one: To develop the Child Evaluation Framework (hereafter referred to as the 
Framework) by running a pilot program to develop, test and refine the instruments. 
Stage two: To embed the Framework within a test group of local preschools. 
Stage three: To introduce the Framework to EC services at a wider level. 
 
At all stages of the development and execution of this Framework, users should reflect 
back to the overarching objectives of the program as illustrated in Figure 1 and the long-
term objectives of greater social justice and actualisation of the rights of children. 
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Figure 1. Simple Logic Model depicting the program theory of the overarching program. 
A logic model (as shown in Figure 1) is a visual representation of the program theory 
(Brousselle & Champagne, 2011, 71). Its development has been described as being 
fundamental to program evaluation (Renger & Titcomb, 2002, 494). It displays the 
sequence of actions in a program and details what the program is and will do (Mertens 
& Wilson, 2012, 560). It is often used by evaluators to describe the program’s theory of 
change (Helitzer et al, 2010, 223), and depicts the relationship between the underlying 
rationale of the evaluation and its elements (Renger & Titcomb, 2002, 494). Due to the 
three stages of this evaluation, logic models have been developed to depict different 
phases of the program’s development and execution.  
 
Figure 2. Logic Model to depict the sequence of events during the pilot stage of the design. 
Figure 2 is the logic model that represents stage one of development of the Framework, 
that is, the processes involved in the pilot program. At this stage, the inputs are the 
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stakeholders and the evaluator combined with the methodological assumptions. The 
evaluation committee will develop the instruments that will be used to gather data at the 
interviews, select the preschools to participate in the pilot, deliberate on the results, and 
refine and finalise the instruments. The evaluator will conduct the interviews with the 
children. It is expected that the process of developing the instruments and successful 
interview activities will go through at least three iterations in order to refine the 
Framework for use within a wider preschool group. This cyclical process is depicted in 
figure 3 and sits between the activities and the output of the logic model for this stage 
(figure 2). A timeline illustrating a proposed order of events for stage one is shown in 
figure 4. 
 
Figure 3. Cyclical nature of processes involved in the development of the Framework during stage one. 
 
Figure 4. Timeline representing a proposed order of events for stage one. 
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During stage two of the plan the successfully developed Framework will be distributed 
to a wider preschool group and implemented by the staff and children, to enable 
children to evaluate their preschools. The process of this is represented in the logic 
model below (figure 5). Figure 6 represents a proposed timeline for this stage. It should 
be noted that this timeline might need to be repeated in the following year/s to gather 
more data before stage three can begin. 
 
Figure 5. Logic Model of stage two of the evaluation design. 
 
Figure 6. Timeline representing stage two. 
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During the final stage of the evaluation design (stage three) the Framework can be used 
more widely within the EC Sector. At this level that Framework can impact upon EC 
best practice and be of benefit to all children attending an Australian EC service. This 
impact on best practice is illustrated through the logic model of stage 3 (figure 7). 
 
Figure 7. Logic Model representing the potential national level impact of the Framework. 
Methodological Approach 
It is important to match the method of an evaluation to the type of evaluation being 
conducted. During the three stages of this evaluation design, different evaluation 
methods may need to be employed. However, for the pilot stage (stage one), methods 
such as Impact Evaluation, where an evaluation assesses a program’s effectiveness 
and whether it has met its goals (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 559) would not be suitable. 
This is because this stage of the program is focused on developing something (that is the 
Framework) and is yet to have an impact. Impact Evaluation may be a suitable method 
however, for other stages of the program, particularly when evaluating the impact of the 
Framework. 
Similarly, Illuminative Evaluation is a method that although not suitable for the pilot 
stage of the program, may be employed at other stages in the future. In this method the 
program is an entity to be explored and revealed in detail, with the intent of discovering 
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and documenting what is it like to be involved within the program (Maxwell, 1984, 
132). Possible future use of this method could include illuminating children’s 
perspectives of their involvement with the Framework many years later. 
The Child Evaluation Framework is premised on the desire to empower children 
through providing a platform to participate in decision-making and be heard, as such it 
is fitting that the method for the pilot stage of the evaluation sits within the 
transformative paradigm (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 160), which views evaluations on 
the basis of its potential for democratic deliberation (House & Howe, 2000a, 3). A 
suitable method, developed by House and Howe (House & Howe, 2000a) is 
Deliberative Democratic Evaluation (hereafter DDE). DDE advocates strong 
involvement by stakeholders, ensuring their representation in decision-making 
(Hanberger, 2004, 14). 
DDE has a strong presence in academic evaluation research literature (see Davidsdottir 
& Lisi, 2007; Greene, 2001; Hanberger, 2004; House, 2006; Hreinsdottir & 
Davidsdottir, 2012; Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Ryan and DeStefano, 2001; Taut, 2008; 
Trolley & Flecknoe, 2003). However, Hanberger (2004, 20) warns of endorsing an 
“egalitarian notion of social justice” within DDE discourse, and cautions the democratic 
evaluator to keep democratic evaluation approaches apart from their notions of social 
justice and equality. Hanberger (2004, 20) suggests not doing so might create a risk of 
“talking past each other on the subject of the intended meaning of the democratic 
evaluation”.  
Taut, (2008, 229) highlights the need for adequate resources, particularly that of time, 
for successful DDE processes, and draws attention to the possibility of stakeholders 
feeling they had no voice or control when suggestions they made could not be 
implemented due to a lack of resources. This is of importance to consider when asking 
preschoolers to evaluate their services. It would be a failure of the program should the 
children be more disempowered after the interviews because their ideas could not be 
implemented.  
Not withstanding these limitations, many studies support the appropriateness of the 
application of DDE in research and evaluations with children (Davidsdottir & Lisi, 
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2007, 374; Greene, 2001, 185; Trolley & Flecknoe, 2003) particularly due to its 
emphasis on balancing power differences within the group (Hreinsdottir & Davidsdottir, 
2012, 520). Therefore, with its focus on the principles of Inclusion, Dialogue and 
Deliberation (House & Howe, 2000a; House, 2006, 124; Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 
181; Ryan & DeStefano, 2001, 189), as discussed below, DDE is identified as a fitting 
and powerful method for this evaluation. 
Methodological Requirements of DDE (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 181): 
1) Inclusion: 
 Inclusion of all stakeholders (Hreinsdottir & Davidsdottir, 2012, 520). 
 “The most basic tenet of democracy is that all those who have legitimate, 
relevant interests should be included in decisions that affect those interests.” 
(House and Howe, 2000a, 5). 
Inclusion in this evaluation operates on two levels:  
a) Macro Level - The evaluation’s core premise is the inclusion of children in the 
evaluation of their own preschools. 
b) Micro level – The evaluation recognises the importance of including all stakeholders 
at every stage of the evaluation process. The development of the Evaluation Committee 
will help to ensure this process occurs. Taut (2008, 226) suggests evaluation committees 
as forums for inclusive conversation. 
2) Dialogue: 
 Dialogue amongst stakeholders and the evaluator to establish stakeholder needs 
(Hanberger, 2004, 10; Hreinsdottir & Davidsdottir, 2012, 520). 
The Evaluation Committee will discuss stakeholder needs, and plan and refine the 
instruments for data collection. 
3) Deliberation: 
 Evaluation results (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 181) and their utilisation 
(Hreinsdottir & Davidsdottir, 2012, 520) are deliberated on by stakeholders. 
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Following the interview sessions, the Evaluation Committee will deliberate on the 
results and assess for further refinement, and the need to conduct future rounds of 
interviews.  
Data Collection and Instruments 
From within a DDE framework, the pilot stage will use the Mosaic Approach as a 
method of researching with a child that “…is participatory, reflective, adaptive and 
focused on children’s lived experience” (Greenfield, 2011, 110). This approach is 
described as being “…a multi-method framework, which combines the traditional 
methodology of observation and interviewing with the introduction of participatory 
tools including the use of cameras, tours and mapping” (Clark, 2001, 334) and research 
instruments that are appropriate and flexible for use with children, including drawing, 
photography (by the child), child conferencing, interviewing and journaling (Greenfield, 
2011, 110). The Mosaic Approach, developed by Clark and Moss (2001), has three 
stages: 
1) Gathering data using multiple research tools. 
2) Piecing together information for discussion, interpretation and reflection with 
stakeholders. 
3) Findings are used for decision-making. 
(Greenfield, 2011, 110).  
The Mosaic Approach has been adopted as a suitable method of researching with young 
children because of its emphasis on listening to the child (Greenfield, 2011, 110; Zhang, 
2015, 40). It is an approach that is of note in academic literature regarding research with 
young children (see Clark, 2001; Clark & Moss, 2001; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, 158; 
Greenfield, 2011; Hreinsdottir & Davidsdottir, 2012; Smith, Duncan & Marshall, 2005; 
Zhang, 2015, 40). 
Evaluator Justification, Bias and Ethical Conflicts. 
The evaluator is an EC teacher who will define their position through House and 
Howes’ (2000a, 10) understanding of an evaluator as “a conscientious professional who 
adheres to a set of defensible, carefully considered principles for enhancing inclusion, 
	 13
dialogue, and deliberation”. This is in keeping with Mertens and Wilson’s (2012, 161) 
position that social justice is the guiding principle behind an evaluator’s work. The 
evaluator is external to each individual preschool within the pilot program. This will 
allow for equality across the preschools and the space for children to talk without being 
swayed by previously formed relationships.  
The addition of an Evaluation Industry Advisory Panel (hereafter the Panel), will assist 
with maintaining objectivity and lessen evaluator bias. The Panel will consist of three 
external specialists from the sectors of EC, Ethics and Evaluation, and the evaluator. It 
is expected that the Panel will convene at the completion of each stage, prior to the 
commencement of the next stage. 
House, (2006, 121) cautions that “evaluators are fully ‘situated’ in the deepest sense- 
value-imbued, value-laden, and value-based”. For this reason the evaluator will utilise 
the DDE Checklist developed by House and Howe (2000b) throughout the evaluation 
process and with the Evaluation Committee, to ensure the principles of DDE are 
guiding the program. The Mosaic Approach, that purports a mixed media approach to 
data collection, encourages triangulation that assists with ensuring the integrity of the 
results (Greenfield, 2011, 112), and contributes to the evaluation’s trustworthiness 
(Harris & Manatakis, 2013, 71). The program will also utilise the Australasian 
Evaluation Society’s “Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Evaluations” (2013) 
through out. 
DDE has at its core a drive to restore power imbalances within society. House and 
Howe (2000a, 6) highlight the need for evaluations to be designed so that “relevant 
interests are represented and so that there is some balance of power amongst those 
interests…”. At its most successful, through the use of DDE, the evaluation will in fact 
equalise an imbalance of power through the deliberation of the participants (House & 
Howe, 2000a, 8), and by exercising people’s power through participation (Hanberger, 
2004, 10). By employing the principles of DDE (Inclusion, Dialogue and Deliberation) 
the evaluator should be able to bring to visibility aspects which otherwise may remain 
hidden (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, 176).  
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